Tsugaru-Shamisen 2004

Date: 31st October 2004

Venue: Purcell Room, Southbank Centre
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The Tsugaru-shamisen concert at the Purcell Room performed by Shinichi Kinoshita, the master and person to launch the Tsugaru-shamisen craze in Japan, must be noted as one of the cultural exchange highlights of the past year.

The concert was split into two sections. During the first half of the concert Kinoshita played traditional Tsugaru-shamisen music and in the second half Kinoshita played his own works - Tsugari Fusion - accompanied by Hiroshi Motofuji on wadaiko (Japanese drums), Sayuri Ono on shinobue (bamboo flute) and Yoko Nishi on the koto.

Kinoshita eyes rarely opened as he performed a series of mesmeric virtuosic traditional pieces. Played with a large plectrum the sound is far more violent than the ‘normal’ style of shamisen playing, the technique of hitting the body of the shamisen as well as the strings of the instrument draws a percussive duality from this ancient instrument. A thicker richer lower string and a screw in the back of the neck that tightens a metal plate, induces a loud buzzing sound as the string is plucked. Specifically improvised and often compared with jazz and blues this music is far more dynamic than other traditional shamisen music that I have heard. Kinoshita’s performance was exciting and focused demanding a spellbound audience its full attention. A combination of virtuosic left hand and right hand note production technique created an awe-inspiring spectacle.

The other artists were also a delight to watch. Yoko Nishi’s hands and fingers were a blur on the koto. She exhibited a marvellous dexterity and variety of figuration that brought exclamations of amazement from the audience. Sayuri Ono’s sweet, light and highly evocative shinobue playing was at points nearly overshadowed as this little instrument sought to find its place on stage. A wonderful performance none the less with a crystallite and refined tone that at times was overpowered. 

Hiroshi Motofuji almost stole the show. He was dynamic and exciting to watch. The thunderous sound of the taiko amplified and elaborated the rhythm inherent in the shamisen’s music and at times, especially during his solo passages, Motofuji had the audience at his mercy. During one of his vibrant solos he engaged the enthused audience with a call and response exchange, presenting a rhythm that culminated in Queen’s “We will rock you” ! Somewhat out of place musically, but highly fun, the audience were soon singing along with Motofuji at the tops of their voices.

This quasi rock group created fusion pieces that were very enjoyable. Structured like jazz with solos interchanging tutti’s, the original melodies and harmonies were constantly elaborated. One can see why this music has proved very popular with the younger Japanese today with its combination of punctuation, aggression and precision.

The concert was accompanied by a small talk session, informing us of Kinoshita’s life and the Tsugaru-shamisen tradition. 

This virtuosic concert was a pleasure to behold and helped promote Japanese traditional music in a very enthralling and exciting way. 

Phillip Neil Martin, Composer

